160 THE AGE OF THE GREAT DEPRESSION
he showed a lively concern for the South's welfare. Address-
ing a conference of Southerners in 1938, he described their
homeland as "the Nation's No* 1 economic problem/* adding
(in words that disclosed the regional drift of his own think-
ing) that this was "the nation's problem, not merely the
South' s. For we have an economic unbalance in the nation as
a whole, due to this very condition of the South/* A few
weeks later at the University of Georgia he drew from these
words the sting to sectional pride by observing that "in these
past six years, the South has made greater economic and so-
cial progress than at any other period in her long history/*
Once the forgotten section, it had become under his admin-
istration the proving ground for some of the most thorough-
going New Deal innovations—in crop control, rural resettle-
ment, soil conservation, electrification, public health and
other measures, including the one striking epitome of phys-
ical and social engineering in the Tennessee Valley. Only the
more cynical Democratic politicians asked privately whether
such federal outlays were not wasted upon the ''Solid
South/'
The need for swift and effective action was imperative.
While the South shared only nine per cent of the national in-
come, it possessed twenty-one per cent of the population and
the highest birth rate.* Wasteful methods of agriculture and
deforestation had for generations been corroding her natural
assets, which included the most diversified soil in the Republic
and two fifths of its woodland. With the largest number of
farms of any section she averaged the smallest acreage per
farm. At the same time much of her mineral wealth
and great hydroelectric potential remained untouched.
Though her most abysmal poverty was rural, even in indus-
try the common laborer in 1937 got sixteen cents an hour
* The South's Place in the Nation (Public Affairs Pamphlet, no. 6, 1936),
8, 14. The thriving Southwest, customarily excluded from the Southern pic-
ture—Texas, Oklahoma, New Mexico, Arizona—with only six per cent of
the nation's population, received six per cent of the collective income.

